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The Women of Brewster Place and The Men of Brewster Place are respectively 
the first and the latest novel by Gloria Naylor, a prominent African American woman 
writer. The characters in both novels have different personalities and backgrounds, but 
they all end up on or at least have connections with Brewster Place. They are walled 
off from the American mainstream discourse by racism and sexism. Discourse is the 
product of power and in turn reinforces it, so in the white-dominated patriarchal 
society where African Americans are deprived of power, they are also robbed of voice 
and muted. The process to win back their power thus inevitably goes simultaneously 
with the exploration to regain their voice and produce their own discourse. This thesis 
tries to trace these people’s struggles for salvation—freeing themselves from 
traditional norms and silence to the new discourse of power for African Americans. 
Aside from the Introduction and the Conclusion, this thesis consists of four  
chapters. Chapter One gives an introduction to the theoretical framework of this thesis, 
that is, Foucault’s discourse of power theories. Foucault illustrates the relation 
between discourse and power. Both of power’s repressive and productive qualities 
function to dominate the underprivileged people through the medium of discourse. 
The theories are of great value to analyze the power relations in racism and sexism. 
Chapter Two dissects the silenced discourse of the people of Brewster Place. While 
the patriarchal discourse confined women to submissive roles, it defines manhood in a 
way that black men have no access to because of racism. Black women and black men 
are all forced to silently bear the inequalities and pain. Chapter Three displays the 
exploration to gain a voice. Violence and plea are futile trials, but sounds like 
screaming and laughter are breakthroughs. When pain is felt, there is a need to 
express and expel it, which predicts the seeking for salvation. Chapter Four explores 
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endeavor to revolt against traditional discourse, the new discourse for African 
Americans will come into being. 
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“What has contributed to Western literature has been a lot more than just white 
males. And there would be no Western literature, I believe, without the black woman” 
(Rowell, 1997: 189). In an interview with Charles H. Rowell, Gloria Naylor said these 
words confidently. As Naylor said, African-American women writers played a 
significant role on the platform of Western literature, especially in the 20 th century. 
Writers like Zora Neale Hurston, Alice Walker and Toni Morrison stirred up wave 
after wave in the previously placid mainstream American literature which was 
dominated by the whites and the men. In consequence, their fresh voices awakened 
more and more potential comrades like Gloria Naylor. 
Preparing for her birth in January 1950, Naylor’s parents moved from 
Mississippi to New York out of her mother’s determination. Finding no way to acquire 
books and education because of poverty and racism, Naylor’s mother promised 
herself that she would not raise her children in Mississippi, but in New York, where 
the keys to dreams and advancement are available. However, it turned out that there 
was as much segregation, only it was more subtle, and Naylor first realized that she 
was negatively different when she was 13 (Bellinelli, 1992: 105-06). Influenced by 
her mother, shy Naylor developed a zealous love for books and kept diaries to express 
her thoughts. After graduation from high school, Naylor delayed her education for the 
shock from the assassination of Martin Luther King, Jr. She wondered whether there 
was still hope for black people if such a moderate voice is silenced (Bonetti, 1988: 50). 
She chose instead to become a missionary for the Jehovah’s Witnesses for seven years. 
“The Witnesses’ belief in the power of the written word would have obvious 
importance in the developing mind of a future writer” (Fowler, 1996: 7). It was at 
Brooklyn College that she came across Toni Morrison’s The Bluest Eye, hence a 
floodgate of African American literature was opened. “The example of Morrison 















believed were underrepresented (if not ignored) in American literature” (Branam, 
2008: 974-75). Naylor’s debut work to tell her own story The Women of Brewster 
Place was published in 1982 as the opening of her quartet of novels, which also 
includes Linden Hills (1985), Mama Day (1988), and Bailey’s Café (1992). All these 
works define black identity and celebrate black women. Naylor gradually expanded 
her vision to include men, and finished the male-centered The Men of Brewster Place 
in 1998. 
Winning her the American Book Award for Best First Novel, The Women of 
Brewster Place was such a massive hit as to be made for a film version. As its subtitle 
indicates—A Novel in Seven Stories—the novel depicts the lives of seven black 
women of various ages and backgrounds. They arrive on the dead-end street by 
different routes, but on Brewster Place they unite into a community bonded by shared 
experience of prejudice, racism and sexism. Bullied by men and socially segregated 
from the white world, they still keep dreaming for better and knitting a supporting net 
for those in need (which excludes “The Two”). The man’s image in this novel as a 
violent bully or an irresponsible shadow aroused some criticism from critics. Naylor 
defended her novel in her conversation with Toni Morrison that she doesn’t mean that 
black men are bad: “I worried about whether or not the problems that were being 
caused by the men in the women’s lives would be interpreted as some bitter statement 
I had to make about black men” (Naylor, 1985: 23). Actually, they are also victims 
just like black women. Afterwards, in The Men of Brewster Place, Naylor turns her 
artistic attention to the plight of black men, and reveals “the men’s victimization” in a 
different light. “No longer assuming background roles, they are up front, giving an 
account of their actions in the first book” (Branam, 2008: 979-80). The previous flat 
images like Basil, Eugene, C. C. Baker and Abshu are given depth and understanding 
to their personalities. Fighting alone, they are in a lasting pursuit of manhood under 
racism and powerlessness. Although no community of men emerges, the novel also 
ends with hope. 
Since its publication, The Women of Brewster Place has captured and retained 















relatively minor explorations, current criticism is largely divided into two categories. 
The first category regards the novel as a female African-American product. Barbara 
Christian takes Naylor’s works as a study object and equals Naylor with predecessors 
like Toni Morrison. In “Naylor’s Geography: Community, Class, and Patriarchy in 
The Women of Brewster Place and Linden Hills”, Christian exposits the way in which 
setting affects gender and class. She points out that Brewster Place is created by 
racism and men for the purpose of consolidating power. Women’s “possibility for 
controlling their own lives has been blocked by societal mores about women’s 
sexuality and their individual response to these restrictions” (Christian, 1990: 111). 
Virginia C. Fowler ’s well-known book Gloria Naylor: In Search of Sanctuary offers a 
close analysis of Naylor’s novels based on Naylor’s “strong identification with 
feminism” (Fowler, 1996: vii). Many other critics like Celeste Fraser and Larry 
Andrews also contribute to this category from the perspective of black womanhood 
and sisterhood. 
Second, the novel is a focus of intertextual comparisons. While critics like 
Margot Anne Kelley discuss the intertextual links among Naylor’s four early novels in 
her “Framing the Possibilities: Collective Agency and the Novels of Gloria Naylor”, 
such scholars as Michael Awkward and James Robert Saunders read the book as a 
revision of Jean Toomer’s Cane, Toni Morrison’s The Bluest Eye, Ann Petry’s The 
Street and so on. The novel is also associated with Shakespearean elements in Peter 
Erickson’s essays. Gloria Naylor’s Early Novels edited by Margot Anne Kelley is a 
collection of such essays relating Naylor’s novel with other works. In Kelley’s 
opinion, “through this process of allusion and response, Naylor is able to articulate her 
own place within the canon, critically examine her precursors, and remind readers that 
diverse literary texts can represent the multiple truths of our lives in ways that can 
fruitfully, mutually exist” (Kelley, 1999: xiii). 
The Men of Brewster Place, by contrast, receives much less attention. In 
Margaret Earley Whitt’s Understanding Gloria Naylor, the section for this novel only 
takes half the space about each of Naylor’s other four novels. Maxine Lavon 















emotional involvement and depth that make her female characters so memorable, 
Naylor does offer a much needed glimpse into the inner life of black men from a 
black woman’s perspective, and creates a literary space for black men. Amy K. Levin 
analyzes the black men’s struggle for manhood, but for the purpose of proving that 
this novel reinforces “the importance of connections to an African model of female 
leadership” indirectly (Levin, 1999: 86). In a word, The Men of Brewster Place is in 
lack of due analyses, let alone a comparative analysis with its counterpart The Women 
of Brewster Place, which this thesis will provide. 
The thesis is inspired by Jenny Brantley’s “Women’s Screams and Women’s 
Laughter: Connections and Creations in Gloria Naylor’s Novels”, an essay that 
examines how Naylor's use of screams and laughter in her first four novels creates 
stories of human grace and salvation. Brantley illustrates that in the novels, there is no 
lack of screams which try to liberate women’s silenced discourse and lead to salvation, 
symbolized by laughter. Based on this, the thesis will expand the pursuit of salvation 
for the silenced women and men of Brewster Place.  
Life on Brewster Place is a microcosm of poor black people’s dilemma in 
white-dominated America. As a ghetto at the end of a street, it accommodates 
inhabitants who are on the edge of survival struggle. Walled off because the 
neighborhood has no political influence, the place is “cut off from the central 
activities of the city” (Naylor, 1983: 2). Deprived of political voice as a community, 
people within the community are also silenced as individuals.  
According to Foucault, power is carried by discourse, which is in turn the 
instrument of knowledge transmission and power dominance. Western values and 
standards thus become the truth for the whole society and continuously marginalize 
African Americans, who eventually descend to be the victims of the discourse of 
power. Both bound by racism, while black women are fettered by sexism, black men 
are oppressed by definitions of manhood, which are the products of power. “In the 
name of rules and norms, it [power] permeates and moulds the social body as well as 
individual minds” (Daudi, 1983: 280). Black people are condemned to their poor state 















view. But there is still hope, as Foucault points out in The History of Sexuality, “where 
there is power, there is resistance, and yet, or rather consequently, this resistance is 
never in a position of exteriority in relation to power” (Foucault, 1978: 95). Both 
women and men are on their way to resist and explore their silenced power within the 
system, actively or passively. Their difficult exploration will be demonstrated here, 
mainly from the perspective of violence, plea, scream, and laughter. These sounds 
pave a progressive road to power of discourse, which is obtained at last by some 
individuals and brings hope for the whole race. 
After a brief introduction to Gloria Naylor, the two related novels and the 
theme—salvation of silenced discourse of power, the thesis will unfold into four 
chapters. In the first chapter, the theoretical framework of the thesis is revealed by an 
exposition of the discourse of power and its working in racism and sexism. While the 
discourse of the dominator is wielding its power, the discourse of the dominated is 
repressed to silence. Chapter Two demonstrates that without discourse of power, men 
and women of Brewster Place live in silence and pain. They internalize the 
dominating discourse and get bound by its power. In Chapter Three, they fumble in 
the voiceless darkness and make little noise through violence and plea respectively. 
Screaming, crying and laughing can release pain, so some characters also adopt these 
methods to take a rest from their sufferings. Chapter Four shows that salvation 
reaches these poor souls through language, music and writing, which are essential for 
the production of the new discourse of power for African Americans. Through the 
gradual exploration of power through sound, it is obvious that only by making a voice, 
can the oppressed black attain their power of discourse and salvation, as the thesis 
concludes. To develop the topic, the thesis also further discusses the importance of the 
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Chapter One   Theoretical Framework:               
The Discourse of Power 
1.1 Brief Introduction to the Discourse of Power 
Power for Foucault is not limited to the political power imposed by state 
mechanisms. It exists everywhere and permeates into everyday relations. Wherever 
there is a desire to take the controlling role in a relation, power comes into being. 
Since this kind of power is omnipresent and produced every moment from all 
directions, a complex network of micro-powers is thus knitted. It exercises from top to 
bottom like capillary interventions. The capillary form of power relations “reaches 
into the very grain of individuals, touches their bodies and inserts itself into their 
actions and attitudes, their discourses and learning processes and everyday lives” 
(Foucault, 1980: 39). “It operates according to the simple and endlessly reproduced 
mechanisms of law, taboo, and censorship: from state to family, from prince  to father, 
from the tribunal to the small change of everyday punishments, from the agencies of 
social domination to the structures that constitute the subject himself” (Foucault, 1978: 
84-85). The one in control is the one who makes the rules, and the one who is 
subjected to the rules is to obey—“a legislative power on one side, and an obedient 
subject on the other” (Foucault, 1978: 84-85). However, power can be not only 
repressive and negative, but also productive and creative, which is reflected by 
power’s participation in the production and construction of “knowledge” and 
“truth”—a special discourse of power. 
Foucault believes that power and discourse cannot be separated. Power is carried 
by discourse, and discourse is the instrument of power dominance. Since power is the 
crucial element influencing and controlling discourse, discourse can only exist within 
the established order of things. “In every society the production of discourse is at once 
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